Public health and medical education: a natural alliance for a new regional medical school.
A century ago, the Flexner Report challenged U.S. medical schools to critically evaluate their curricula in order to nurture physicians equipped to meet the needs of an evolving society. Recently, medical educators have been charged to increase the emphasis on prevention, care of populations, public health, and community medicine. The Commonwealth Medical College (TCMC) is a new MD-granting medical school inspired by and founded in response to a community need. The founders' vision was to recruit and train physicians to fill workforce needs in Northeast Pennsylvania. In its first few years, TCMC embarked on two major public health initiatives, the Regional Health Assessment and the Community Health Research Projects (CHRPs). The results of the health assessment have been used to guide TCMC's curricular development and research agenda. The CHRPs foster commitment to community involvement, regional engagement, and participatory research. TCMC partners with various organizations and community physicians to ensure that students learn (1) to apply knowledge and skills acquired through the course of their studies to public health research in varied settings; (2) the fundamentals of community engagement, collaboration, and service-based practice; and (3) to address the different needs of patient subgroups and populations. These programs provide opportunities for students to be active participants in community capacity building while achieving specific competencies in public health. Existing partnerships with community organizations are enhanced, strengthening the regional focus of the school. This model of incorporating public health into medical education can potentially be replicated in other institutions in the U.S. and internationally.